NONSENSE   AND   THE   SHORT   STORY
Individualism in this more limited sense is the individualism that
very often has been inculcated into the traditional American short
story. The content of many such stories is formed from a simplified
view of individualism. The individual is conceived as the best
judge of his own wants. He must rely on himself. His future
depends on what he does. If he is a go-getter, if he adheres to the
prevailing views of life and seeks the "worthy" goods of life, if he
plays the game of capitalistic struggle, he will advance. He will be a
success. Success will bring happiness.
Such is the typical content of many traditional American short
stories. In others, there is a treatment of a related nature. Or
there is a local-colour content that tends to patronize those who are
of a lower economic origin or of a "socially inferior" race. One
may cite as stories of the latter type the Octavius Roy Cohen series
featuring Florian Slappey. Added to this simple type of individual-
ism there is a hygienic and largely hypocritical morality and a carry-
over of the virgin complex that traces back to the medieval cult of
the virgin. The ideal of life is success, and the fruits of success are
marriage to an American virgin, a home in the suburbs that contains
all the advantages, conveniences, gadgets, automobiles, radios, etc.,
that are to be found advertised in the magazines that have long
specialized in printing precisely this type of story.
And while the plot short story has been driven backward into a
succession of retreats, not all the effects of its earlier acceptance have
been dissipated. For instance, the view of structure that enshrines
it as a positive value persists in the drama today. Play structure in
some instances is elevated almost into a philosophy forming the
basis for interpreting characters and events. Similar influences are
being brought back into the stream of American literature through
the medium of Hollywood. The same influences are still at play in
the minds of masses of Americans. As a result, the appreciation not
only of the short story, but also of all forms of literature, is deadened.
The view of the short story in formal terms is still retained in whole
or in part by many who consider themselves sophisticated book
reviewers, critics, editors. One way this is done is by dodging the
task of appreciating and interpreting short stories by posing irrelevant
questions. Is this specific work a short story? Are these particular
pieces of fiction short stories, or are they not? Such a question is
easily asked. It is an excellent question for the critic or reviewer who
aeeks to pad his review, to avoid appreciating a work, judging it,
evaluating it. Several paragraphs, or even pages, can be spun around
it, and then the critic can remark that the particular work or works
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